McKay does not only use intertextuality to create authenticity but also repeatedly refers to texts throughout the novel in order to contest heteronormativity through the interplay of these texts.
In her analysis of Mikhail Bakhtin's writings, Julia Kristeva points out that, historically, the goal of carnival was to break down official discourses that censored the common voice ("Word, Dialogue and Novel" 36). One of the narrative devices used in carnival is that of the dialogic (36), which articulates "high and low, birth and agony, food and excrement, praise and curses, laughter and tears" (49). In other words, the powerless talks back to the powerful, challenging formal hierarchies. Kristeva concludes that because "carnivalesque" structure is the antithesis to official authoritative discourse, it is also "anti-Christian and The ribaldry does not stop there. The women cup their own breasts, call each other "whore," and advise Dora, who desperately wants to conceive a child, to "take it from behind, like a dog," and that "if you want to enjoy yourself, get up on top. Now there's a ride" (188). In this scene, the carnival is deliberately invoked to parody the official discourse.
Bakhtin points out that to Rabelais, the carnival and the country fairs often parodied Christian liturgy (7), and I suggest that The woman whom Dora catches in the sex act turns out to be none other than her ultra-conservative and officious Aunt Fran, who eventually comes to Miss Babineau about her "courses." For Miss B., as Dora fondly calls her, spirituality lies in the divine employs both spirituality and plants to circumvent pregnancy.
Designed to bring on menses, the Mary Candle is coated with the slippery elm herb, "'to loose an angel from her seat.' See Slippery
Elm." (The Birth House, "Notes from the Willow Book"). Miss B.
instructs Aunt Fran to "say a prayer to Mary, thank her for her kindness, thank her for the moon, thank her for the tides. You'll be good as new" (The Birth House 101). In this instance, the power of Mary, associated with Catholicism, is juxtaposed with the ineffectuality of the Protestant church in Dora's community.
Thus, religion signifies the dualistic conflicts between the official authoritative culture and the folk culture, the rational versus spiritual, and the exalted versus the grotesque body.
The Abject
Renate Lachman explains that the "double motivation" of laughter is not only to parody official discourse but also to reveal a "second truth" about the "drama of birth, coitus [and] death" (124). Thus, while McKay represents bodies in a way that can be understood through Bakhtin's notion of the grotesque, I also draw on Kristeva's concept of the abject in order to draw out the undeniable immediacy of the fleshy, maternal body as it gives birth, sweats, bleeds, and also eventually dies. We can apply Kristeva's abjection theory in the analysis of The Birth House, which is about childbirth and midwifery as much as it is about death: the prematurely born baby dies within hours of the first birth that Dora attends, its body rejected before it was even born by its exhausted mother, Experience Ketch.
The abject signifies the rejection of an object by "I" and as such Thomas. Dr. Thomas, intent on vanquishing Dora's power, uses the 19 th century diagnosis of "neurasthenia, 'a female disorder that presents itself through hysterical tendencies,'" a condition which "is treatable, but not always curable" (194) , as well as the vibrator, as tools to render Dora subject to his ministrations and ultimately line his pockets.
Maines points out that such diagnoses would have been lucrative because women were expected to need frequent treatment (4).
As Dr. Thomas emphatically urges Dora, "I would advise treatment on a weekly basis, Mrs. Bigelow. Your condition is very advanced. You risk complete emotional and physical debilitation if left unchecked" (198) . Dora, on the other hand, is wary of Dr.
Thomas's diagnosis and treatment plan, and finds an ad for a personal vibratory device conveniently and discretely located at the back of the Ladies' Rural Companion (200); she proceeds to order one for herself so that she can self-administer her treatment and thus reclaim the "physician's domain … so easily entered into by a lowly midwife" (201). Dora earnestly uses the vibrator with the hope that it will improve her marriage and prepare her womb for pregnancy. Contemporary readers, however, share the ironic and sad joke that no amount of vibration and "womb stimulation" will create a foetus, nor will it help a relationship weakened by violence and sexual abuse.
Fortunately, however, Dora also derives a healthy amount of pleasure as a result of her self-treatment, but is arguably conflicted by her path as a midwife and her committed obligation as a wife. While Dora resists many patriarchal expectations that are placed upon her by her community, she continues to accept the doctor's therapy. (37) is the aggressive brother who demands sex through violence but is ultimately unable to help Dora conceive a child.
The other side of the Janus head is Hart, whose name symbolizes his sensitive, considerate personality, and who Pivot 2.1 confesses to Dora that he allowed Archer to drown in a boating accident (274).
Conclusion: Defying Labels
Although it may be tempting to deconstruct The Birth House into its literary parts, it is more useful to understand it as a novel that illustrates how turn-of-the-20 th century midwives fought medicalization processes and attempted to challenge the doctors' social power. Kristeva Canadians, and not just Canadian women, are talking about birth, bodies, and experience. This conversation is part of women's reclaimed agency in birthing, but there is much more work to be done to achieve birthing justice.
